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Abstract
Purpose – The purpose of this research is to examine why and when restaurant consumers use and
contribute user-generated reviews. This research is needed to determine the relevance of user-generated
restaurant reviews in the current marketplace.
Design/methodology/approach – The research methodology is based on a quantitative approach,
and focused on current Yelp.com users as its population. Questions focused on the amount of usage,
motives for usage, level of trust, users’ tendencies to seek novelty in restaurants and motives for
contribution.
Findings – Users tend to trust the reviews on Yelp.com and engage in the community aspects of the
platform. Yelp.com users also are altruistic in their motivation for contributing reviews to Yelp.com.
Yelp.com users who access it tend to act on the information found within the reviews.
Originality/value – Research articles have focused on user-generated reviews in the past; however,
few have examined motivations of using and posting restaurant reviews. The value of conducting
research comes from being able to understand the importance of user-generated restaurant reviews for
customers in a comprehensive manner.
Keywords Virtual communities, Motivation, e-WOM, Restaurant reviews, User-generated reviews,
Yelp
Paper type Research paper
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Introduction
One of the central principles behind the success of many Internet companies is their
ability to harness the collective intelligence of Web communities, especially in context of
peer-to-peer reviews. In the case of Amazon.com, Amazon.com sells the same products
as many other Web sites; they even receive the same images and editorial content from
their vendors. However, Amazon.com encourages its users to participate in their online

community by engaging in reviews, discussions and even recommendations of similar
products by other users. Fostering community and harnessing collective intelligence are
the major reasons behind Amazon.com’s success (O’Reilly, 2007).
A function of these online communities is informing other consumers as to the
quality of a given product. Without a mechanism for measuring reputation of a product
or place, consumers cannot know its quality until after it has been purchased and
consumed. For this reason, reviews are useful from a consumer perspective. With
minimal effort, users are now able to obtain reputable information from numerous other
consumers. With a click of a button, consumers can find information on products
ranging from plumbers to restaurants to laptop computers. Consumers depend on
reviews to solve the information asymmetry problem, where sellers have more
information than buyers.
Unfettered consumer review access has shifted market power from businesses to
consumers. Prior to the Internet, consumers were dependent on traditional mass media,
such as newspapers, magazines and television, for product information. In addition,
traditional mass media has largely been advertiser-supported, meaning businesses
could influence the information being communicated. The Internet is now changing this
flow of information. A low-cost broadcasting platform is now available to both
businesses and consumers in which the Internet allows consumers to effectively voice
their opinions to a mass audience. The Internet brought cheap access to information.
Finding information regarding a business is now as easy as entering in a search term in
Google.
For restaurant consumers, user-generated review Web sites can be a rich source of
information; this information helps mitigate the consumer’s perceived purchase risk
(e.g. being unhappy with the purchase). Restaurateurs need to be aware of the impact of
user-generated restaurant reviews. User-generated restaurant review sites offer
consumers a centralized location to share information about a restaurant.
The user-generated review Web site, Yelp.com, has an estimated total of 45,000,000
visitors per month or about 1,500,000 per day (Alexa.com, 2012). In fact, Yelp.com is the
47th most visited Web site in the USA, excluding the users of mobile phone applications
(Alexa.com, 2012). Because Yelp.com is currently the largest consumer-generated
restaurant review Web site, this study will focus on its users.
Product and service reviews are now easy to find; they are no longer a convenience or
novelty. They are a consumer expectation and exemplify the shift in market power. For
restaurateurs, this means customers are now able to easily find reviews and make better
informed decisions (Duverger, 2013). The purpose of this research is to examine when and
why US restaurant consumers use and contribute to user-generated restaurant reviews.
Consumer reviews are used to complement or substitute for existing information sources,
but they are an imperfect resource. User-generated reviews often have unwanted
information and are difficult to evaluate because the reviewer may possess an unknown bias
toward products (Houser and Wooders, 2006). Research in user-generated reviews is needed
determine its usage by consumers and their relevance in the market place.
Literature review
Experience goods, such as dining at a restaurant, are goods in which consumers
cannot know the quality of a product or service until after it has been purchased and
consumed – i.e. experienced (Jin and Leslie, 2009; Simonsohn, 2011). This implies
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that consumers cannot have informed expectations of product quality unless they
have access to indirect information about quality. For this reason, consumers need
critics as mediators to help resolve the problem of hidden quality information. Many
consumers have come to rely on peer-to-peer reviews as credible proxies for
judgments on restaurants, movies, books, wines and other items for which they do
not have direct product information to mitigate information asymmetry (Budescu
et al., 2003).
While there may seem to be a straightforward informing role that reviewers play,
they also play roles that are more nuanced. Vermeulen and Seegers (2009) state that
hotels with reviews will have increased bookings, suggesting reviewers are both
informers and gatekeepers. The role of critics can be of great importance to restaurant
managers. If critics are positive in their reviews, people are more likely to visit the
reviewed restaurant; however, if the reviews are negative, consumers may stay away
(Resnick et al., 2000; Shanteau, 1992).
Advances in Internet technologies have led to increasing number of consumers
turning to the Internet to seek information (O’Connor, 2008; Pantelidis, 2010). The
Internet has enabled new forms of communication platforms, which have the ability to
empower both providers and consumers, creating a vehicle for the sharing of
information and opinions both from business to consumer and from consumer to
consumer. The following sections discuss the theoretical background motives behind
consumers’ usage of reviews.
Motives of reading
An important aspect of social networking and Web 2.0 is user-generated content. Web
sites such as Tripadvisor.com, Yelp.com and Amazon.com provide consumers with
electronic word-of-mouth (WOM) services. Reviews and opinions from peers are
considered to be more reliable and trustworthy than advertisements from the retailers
themselves (Dellarocas, 2003; Mizruchi and Stearns, 2001). As consumer-generated
reviews are growing in popularity and importance as an information channel, they
become highly influential in directing consumer’s choices. From a manager’s
perspective, these Web sites can provide insight into preferences, needs and reactions of
their customers (Miguéns et al., 2008).
The purpose of online restaurant reviews is to inform potential diners about the
strengths and weaknesses of a restaurant. People who share their experience help
readers make purchasing decisions and may even be recognized as experts, if reviews
are of high quality. Although the review writers are not professional writers, let alone
professional critics, they seek to produce reviews that are helpful to those who are not
familiar with the restaurant they are reviewing.
The process of dining out begins with the realization of need or want, which then
advances to a search for information. Information search begins with two sources:
internal (e.g. past experiences or memories of a product) and external (e.g.
advertising, catalogs, newspaper articles) (Olshavsky and Wymer, 1995). The
internal search process is when consumers use information already stored in
memory. External sources are used when a consumer believes they do not have
enough internal information to make a good purchase decision (Bell, 2009). External
information sources are also used when a difficult product decision must be made or
where the consumer is unfamiliar with the product. Finally, theory and evidence

suggest that services are deemed riskier than goods (Buchanan, 1977; Davis et al.,
1979; Murray, 1991; Rust et al., 1996), and thus more information may be needed in
decision-making. Therefore, consumers are more likely to seek external sources of
information when purchasing services, such as restaurant experiences. The Internet
offers various ways to find these external information sources (e.g. chat rooms,
discussion forums, user-generated reviews). User-generated review platforms on the
Internet make it possible for consumers to read the opinions and experiences of other
consumers.
To examine the impact of Yelp.com on consumer decision-making, it is necessary to
identify the motives that drive consumers to seek information from the Web site.
Motives are a need or desire that causes a person to act. This means that motivations are
a significant determinant of consumer behavior, and therefore are useful in explaining
why consumers read consumer-generated reviews on Yelp.com (Hennig-Thurau and
Walsh, 2003). Drawing on established theories and concepts of communication and
consumer behavior can help determine motives for reading consumer-generated
reviews. These theories and concepts can be sorted, in order of importance, into four
broad categories:
(1) risk reduction;
(2) reduction of search time;
(3) dissonance reduction; and
(4) group influence (Hennig-Thurau and Walsh, 2003).
Risk reduction
Buyers often want to purchase a product; however, they hesitate to complete the
transaction because it involves the risk of suffering some type of loss. These losses may
include money, time and opportunity cost. To mitigate these types of losses, consumers
often seek information such as marketing materials or product reviews. In effect,
consumers cannot have expectations of product quality unless they have access to
indirect information about quality. For this reason, consumers use critics as mediators
to help resolve the problem of hidden information regarding quality. There is a clear
need for consumers to rely on critics as credible proxies for judgments on restaurants,
movies, books, wines and other products on which they do not have direct product
information (Budescu et al., 2003).
Consumers use reviews as risk relievers, and are used to decrease the perceived level
of intangibility, inseparability, variability and perishability of services (Lin, 2008).
Reviews help reduce the perceived risk by either decreasing the probability the purchase
will fail, or by reducing the severity of the real or imagined loss (Mitchell and Greatorex,
1989). According to Mitchell and Greatorex (1989), consumers perceive risks in the
following order of importance, from highest to lowest:
• functional (quality and service);
• social (family and friends);
• financial (price); and
• physical (bodily harm).
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Consumers will attempt to reduce these perceived risks in an intended purchase as much
as possible. For this reason, they will turn to reviews for the information needed to
reduce these risks.
Information seeking is a straightforward and logical method of reducing risk. The
more information a consumer has regarding the product, the more predictable the
possible consequences.
Reduction of search time
As markets become flooded with information and products, it becomes more difficult for
consumers to know and process all the alternatives. In these circumstances, trusted
advisors and other information sources help consumers become informed without
engaging in cognitively demanding and time-consuming search activities (Spears,
2001). In looking for information regarding a product, there are two types of information
search costs: internal and external (Smith et al., 1999).
External costs are tangible, whereas internal costs are intangible. Internal costs
include the mental effort, sorting the incoming information and integrating it with prior
knowledge. External costs include opportunity costs for time taken to search, and
monetary costs of acquiring the information.
Reduction in search time can be explained as an effort to reduce the time needed to
find a product, motivated by the consumer’s perceived lack of time (Spears, 2001).
Consumers access user-generated reviews to more easily find expertise on a good or
product (Bell, 2009). By creating a community of restaurant reviewers and consolidating
these restaurant reviews into one Web site, Yelp.com is able to reduce the search time of
obtaining additional information (Bakos, 1997).
Yelp.com is able to aggregate reviews of many different restaurants. This enables
consumers to reduce both external and internal search costs; by using Yelp.com,
consumers are able to easily and quickly sort information regarding many restaurants.
Group influence
Group influence is the degree to which people will express agreement with the majority
of a peer group. Several studies found that groups are able to influence an individual’s
opinion of a given topic, such as restaurants (Cho, 2009; Lee et al., 2011; Morwitz and
Pluzinski, 1996). This conformity effect, in which individuals agree with the group, may
occur even when members of the group creating the social pressure are not physically
present (Kaplowitz et al., 1983). Group influence affects an individual’s thoughts,
feelings and actions. For restaurant managers, this is an important consideration
because the overall sentiments expressed in a review may influence an individual’s
perceptions and behavior even though the individual has not directly experienced the
restaurant.
In addition to being influenced by peer group, individuals even perceive a benefit in
knowing a group’s opinion of a restaurant. For this reason, “group influence” is
identified as a motivation leading to the consumption of online reviews. As the largest
virtual community focused on restaurant reviews, Yelp.com represents a logical sample
for study.
Dissonance reduction
Another reason consumers turn to reviews of a product is to reduce the risk of purchase
dissonance, colloquially referred to as buyer’s remorse. Three main factors for purchase

dissonance have been suggested (Sweeney et al., 2000). First, the purchase decision must be
important to the consumer; the consumer should have incurred a substantial cost,
psychological or monetary, in the decision. Second, the decision must be made voluntarily.
This means the purchase should not be mandatory for the consumer. Finally, the consumer
must perceive the purchase as irrevocable. The combination of these three factors leads to
purchase dissonance. In terms of restaurant operations, consumers are more likely to go to a
restaurant they have already experienced rather then a new restaurant in an effort to reduce
the risk of buyer’s remorse.
Hennig-Thurau and Walsh (2003) framed buyer’s remorse within the context of cognitive
incongruence and offered ways to reduce it through unbiased information. They suggest
that buyer’s remorse often sets in after consumers have decided on a specific product,
usually due to information about the rejected alternatives. Often cognitive incongruence is
caused by conflicting information from other sources (e.g. a friend’s recommendation vs a
television commercial; (Hennig-Thurau and Walsh, 2003)). According to Hennig-Thurau
and Walsh, cognitive incongruence can be reduced by neutral or unbiased information that
affirms the consumer’s assessment of a purchase or the soundness of the consumer’s choice.
Because virtual opinion platforms, such as Yelp.com, offer easy access to information, they
are an appropriate information source for reducing buyer’s remorse after a purchase (J. H.
Huang and Chen, 2006). Thus, dissonance reduction or the desire to avoid buyer’s remorse is
a motivation for reading contributions on online opinion platforms.
Novelty seeking
Consumer novelty seeking can be described as decreased repeat purchase behavior and
favorable attitude toward a retailer. Assaker et al. (2011) found that higher novelty
seeking tendencies decrease revisit intentions. It is likely that a consumer who frequents
a restaurant will believe they have sufficient internal information sources and will not
need to rely on external information sources such as Yelp.com (Bell, 2009). As such, it is
likely that consumers who choose to use user-generated restaurant reviews have greater
novelty seeking tendencies than those who do not use restaurant reviews.
Motivation to contribute
There have been several studies conducted regarding motivations to contribute reviews
to a user-generated content site. Munar and Jacobsen (2014) conducted a survey of
Norwegian vacationers regarding why they post travel experiences on social
networking sites and found that altruistic and community-related motivations drove
tourism experience-sharing. Yoo and Gretzel (2008) surveyed a consumer panel on
Tripadvisor regarding why they post reviews on the Web site and found that users
contributed to online review Web sites to help the service provider and to help other
travelers make better decisions. Huang et al. (2010) stated that only 25 per cent of social
networking site users participated in dissemination of information. Ekiz et al. (2012)
found that apathetic and poorly trained staff was the main factor for contributing
negative reviews. Barreda and Bilgihan (2013) conducted a qualitative analysis of
user-generated hotel reviews, and found that by examining user reviews managers
could discern which elements form a positive brand image. For this reason, it is
important to further explore why users choose to share their opinions on user-generated
review sites to increase participation.
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Research question
Several studies have examined user-generated reviews and virtual communities within
the context of travel Web sites such as Tripadvisor.com and Travelocity. These studies
have examined how to increase the trust of Web sites, how customers use data on these
Web sites and content analysis of the reviews and motivations of contribution to
user-generated review Web sites (Kim et al., 2004; Miguéns et al., 2008; O’Connor, 2008;
Pantelidis, 2010; Pietro et al., 2012; Sanchez-Franco and Rondan-Cataluña, 2010; Yoo and
Gretzel, 2008; Yoo et al., 2009).
However, these studies mainly studied travel Web sites. As stated previously,
consumers are risk-averse, and it can be argued that there is a greater risk in purchasing
a vacation or hotel product than in choosing a restaurant. Hotel and vacation purchases
are riskier in two ways: monetarily and functionally. Compared to restaurants, hotel
stays are generally more expensive than restaurant meals, and a hotel that does not
functionally meet customer needs (i.e. poor quality and service) has a greater
consequence if a restaurant does not meet customer needs. Additionally, hotel and
vacation purchases are rarer than restaurant purchases, and thus may loom larger in
consumers’ minds. These reasons may lead to different usage patterns of the two
different types of reviews. For this reason, it is important to examine restaurant review
usage separately from travel-focused Web sites.
This study closely examined how customers use user-generated reviews in choosing
restaurants and do so by addressing the research question: “How often do USA
Yelp.com users seek user-generated restaurant reviews and what factors motivate
consumers to seek and contribute reviews?”
Methodology
Survey instrument
The survey was developed in accordance to the literature. Figure 1 shows how the
literature is aligned with the survey questions. Hennig-Thurau et al. (2004) and
Hennig-Thurau and Walsh (2003) provided the foundation for motive dimensions for
both consuming reviews and contributing reviews. Manning et al. (1995) provided the
foundation questions for assessing novelty seeking regarding restaurants.
The basic structure of the questionnaire was:
• screening to identify Yelp.com users;
• identifying how often users read Yelp.com reviews;
• inquiring about consumers’ motivations to read restaurant reviews on Yelp.com;
• assessing the trust of Yelp.com reviews;
• assessing novelty seeking regarding restaurants;
• identifying how often users contribute to Yelp.com reviews and their motivations
for contribution; and
• demographic information.
All questions about behavior were measured on a 5-point Likert-scale response format, in
which 1 represents the lowest level of agreement and 5 represents the highest level of
agreement.

Risk Reduction
Information
Search
Reduction
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Usage
Group Inluence

Dissonance
Reduction
Seek New
Information
Novelty Seeking
Frequent New
Restaurants
Survey
Questions

Trust in
Community
Trust

High Quality
Reviews
Inluence on
Choice

Altruism

Contribution

Enjoyable

Community

Data collection methods
Surveys were distributed by creating postings in the “Talk” section of the
user-generated review Web site Yelp.com. The “Talk” section of Yelp.com is a forum,
which is open for posts from all users. The survey consisted of the following categories:
• usage and participation on Yelp.com;
• motivation for usage of restaurant reviews on Yelp.com;

Figure 1.
Outline of survey
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• motivation for contribution of restaurant reviews on Yelp.com; and
• trust/distrust of reviews on Yelp.com.
For the purpose of this article, the user-generated restaurant review Web site Yelp.com
was used to collect data. Yelp.com users are 49 per cent female and 51 per cent male. A
total of 37 per cent of users fall between 18 and 34 years of age, 18 per cent are between
35 and 44 years of age, 17 per cent are between 45 and 54 years of age and 17 per cent are
older than 54 years of age. A total of 24 per cent have not attended college, 59 per cent
have attended or graduated college and 17 per cent have attended or completed graduate
school. A total of 15 per cent of Yelp.com users earn up to $40,000; 14 per cent earn
between $40,000 and $59,999; 20 per cent earn between $60,000 and $99,999; and 39 per
cent earn ⬎ $100,000 (Yelp.com, 2013).
The “Talk” forums are categorized by cities, so posts requesting participation were
placed in selected US cities. Currently, Yelp.com lists 158 different American cities;
surveys were posted in the 20 largest American city forums, which were expected to
provide a wide cross-section of the USA. Although this method was biased toward
current Yelp.com users, posting the survey questionnaire directly on Yelp.com offered
access to a population that commonly engages in user-generated restaurant reviews.
Data analysis methods
The data were analyzed using SPSS 20.0.0.1 for Windows statistical package. Analysis
included backward stepwise linear regressions to examine correlation between
variables and Wilcoxon–Mann–Whitney, a non-parametric test, to compare the two
groups of categorical data. The independent variables included demographical data,
participation levels and Internet usage. The dependent variables included the
motivation for using user-generated restaurant review Web sites and the level of trust.
A non-parametric test was used because it did not require the assumption of normality
or homogeneity of variance, which categorical data violate.
Results
Respondents
The results of this study were based on the responses to the survey taken by Yelp.com
users. The respondents were located throughout the USA. A total of 72 responses were
received. The low sample size was likely due in part to Yelp.com blocking additional
requests for participation within the study after data collection had already begun.
Barrett and Kline (1981) found that n ⫽ 76 was sufficient in a survey that had 20
questions per factor; this recommendation was confirmed by MacCallum, et al. (1999).
The largest factor within this study contains eight questions, well below the 20-question
guideline. Although the sample size of this study was relatively small, leading to an
increased risk for Type II errors (i.e. incorrect failure to reject the null hypothesis), it was
deemed appropriate for the planned analyses.
Of the respondents, about 56 per cent were female and 44 per cent were male. The
majority of participants had some college or more education (96 per cent) and described
themselves as being from urban or suburban areas (95 per cent). About half (56 per cent)
the participants were married or living with a partner and had an annual household
income between $50,000 and $75,000. These demographics were a close match to
Yelp.com’s reported user demographics.

Instrument reliability
The survey instrument was tested for internal consistency by measuring Cronbach’s
alpha. The survey instrument was categorized into five categories matching the areas
indicated in the supporting literature: search time reduction, risk reduction, group
influence, dissonance reduction and novelty seeking regarding restaurants and
motivations for contribution to Yelp.com. Factors are determined to be reliable (i.e. have
acceptable internal consistency) if Cronbach’s alpha is greater than 0.70 (Pallant, 2010).
As shown in Table I, all, but two, of the factors had an acceptable alpha value. Search
time reduction and risk reduction both were considered to have questionable
consistency, possibly due to both factors having ten items (Pallant, 2010). The inter-item
correlations for the search time reduction factor ranged from 0.505 to 0.249, and risk
reduction factor ranged from 0.470 to 0.229, meaning that the inter-item correlations
were at an acceptable level; thus the factor was considered acceptable (Ferketich, 1991).
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Usage patterns by demographic
The questions were consolidated into several factors mirroring those found in the literature.
These factors were risk reduction, reduction of search time, group influence, dissonance
reduction and motivations to contribute. In determining what factors influenced usage of
restaurant information, the study found that gender, income and education all predicted the
motivation of Yelp.com usage and the amount of reported activity within Yelp.com.
Specifically, men reported both reading reviews and contributing to reviews on Yelp.com
more often than women as shown in Tables II and III.

Factor

Cronbach’s alpha

Search time reduction
Risk reduction
Community membership
Trust of reviews
Novelty seeking regarding restaurants
Motivations for contribution

0.690
0.621
0.802
0.896
0.926
0.788

p

Means
Male
Female

Question

df

How often do you read restaurant reviews on Yelp!?a
Yelp! consumer reviews are reliable
I feel comfortable acting on the information provided
by reviewers on Yelp!
I would visit a restaurant based on consumer
reviews I read on Yelp!
I believe the Yelp! reviewers are honest
I trust Yelp! reviews
Yelp! restaurant reviews influence my opinion of
restaurants

47
47

4.267
0.430

0.045a
0.515

6.10
3.76

5.26
3.63

47

0.0.357

0.553

4.10

4.00

47
47
47

0.046
0.474
1.134

0.832
0.495
0.292

4.33
3.90
3.85

4.30
3.78
4.05

47

0.595

0.444

3.86

4.04

Note: a 1 ⫽ Never use, 7 ⫽ Use daily

F

Table I.
Instrument validity

Table II.
Trust of reviews
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Table III.
Contribution to Yelp

Means
Male Female

Question

df

F

p

How often do you contribute reviews to Yelp!?
I want to share my experiences with other consumers in
online communities
To compare my own evaluation with that of others
To help others with my own positive experiences
To inform other consumers about negative information
regarding a restaurant
Help inform other consumers about positive information
regarding a restaurant
For the benefit of other consumers
To retaliate against a restaurant for a bad experience
To support restaurants I like

47

7.610

0.008a

4.19

3.63

41
41
41

0.425
1.115
0.471

0.518
0.297
0.496

4.38
3.76
4.52

4.52
3.90
4.38

41

4.051

0.051

4.10

4.48

41
41
41
41

2.016
2.748
0.866
0.698

0.163
0.105
0.358
0.409

4.33
4.19
2.19
4.57

4.57
4.48
2.57
4.43

Note: a 1 ⫽ Never use, 7 ⫽ Use daily

Marital status and population density in living area did not produce significant
differences in any categories. Income had a significant effect on how consumers reported
using Yelp.com. Yelp.com users with greater income perceived more benefit from other
customer’s restaurant experiences. These customers were also more likely to share their
positive experiences on Yelp.com for the benefit of other consumers.
Education also had a significant effect on how consumers use Yelp.com. The greater
the number of years of education a Yelp.com user had, the more likely they were to
report engaging in the community aspects of Yelp.com. Also, they were more likely to
use Yelp.com to learn about new restaurants.
Motivations for using Yelp.com
To understand why Yelp.com users used the Web site, the amount of reported usage
was regressed against motivations of usage and contribution. The factors were tested to
ensure they had a significant effect.
Figure 2 shows the motivation for usage of Yelp.com. Of all the factors, dissonance
reduction was found to be insignificant. Search time was shown to predict reported
Yelp.com usage (R2 ⫽ 0.369), while mitigation of purchase uncertainty slightly
predicted Yelp.com usage (R2 ⫽ 0.06). Results also indicated that Yelp.com users
wanted to be a part of the community (R2 ⫽ 0.55).
Motivations for contributing reviews to Yelp.com
To understand why Yelp.com users contributed reviews, the number of reported
contributions was regressed against questions regarding motivations for contributing
reviews to Yelp.com. Of the questions about contributions to Yelp.com, only two were
found to be significant. The question “I want to share my experiences with other
consumers in online communities” had an R2 ⫽ 0.118 and a p ⫽ 0.024. The other
question that was found to be significant was “To help others with my own positive
experiences”; this question had an R2 ⫽ 0.152 and a p ⫽ 0.01. When combined, these two
questions had an R2 ⫽ 0.21 and a p ⫽ 0.009. Table IV shows the regression model.
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Seeking Information

Predictor Importance

Belonging to Community

0

Question

0.1

0.2

0.3

0.4

0.5

0.6

Unstandardized Standardized
coefficients
coefficients
Standard
B
error
Beta

(Constant)
⫺0.001
To help others with my own positive
experiences
0.497
I want to share my experiences with other
consumers in online communities
0.451

1.438

Figure 2.
Frequency of usage
predicting importance of
factors

t

Significance

⫺0.001

1.000

0.276

0.317

2.164

0.036

0.262

0.252

1.720

0.093

Conclusions and recommendations
Reputation platforms, such as Yelp.com, are thought to be important in markets where
there is a large amount of information asymmetry between a producer and a consumer.
Yelp.com offers a platform for consumers to share personal experiences and opinions
with other consumers. This study addressed the question of what motivates consumers
to read reviews made by other consumers and the question of why consumers contribute
reviews to Yelp.com.
In examining the demographics of users and Yelp.com usage, the demographics were
generally not a statistically significant factor. Nevertheless, income, education and
gender were some factors that were significant. Males reported reading and
contributing reviews more often than females. Also, the greater a participant’s income,
the more likely he/she was to perceive benefit from other reviewers’ experience and
share their experience with others. Specifically, users with more income wanted to
reduce their risk of an unsatisfactory purchase, whereas users with greater education
were more likely to engage in community aspects and search time reduction.

Table IV.
Regression model of
contributing to Yelp
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This study contributed to the existing body of literature in that a user-generated
restaurant’s reviews were specifically examined. While some of the findings supported
earlier works in that reviews are contributed for community and altruistic reasons (Yoo
and Gretzel, 2008). This study also had additional findings, which expand the literature.
An interesting finding of this study is that neither novelty seeking factors nor trust
factors played a role in the amount usage of Yelp.com, as seen in Tables V and VI. This
study also found that users would visit a restaurant based on positive Yelp.com reviews.
This means that regardless of level of usage of Yelp.com, its users are generally trusting
of reviews posted by their users. Yelp.com users often seek new restaurants to visit; this is an
important consideration for restaurant managers in determining the amount of resources to
devote to managing their presence on restaurant review Web sites.
Implications for scholars
The results indicate that Yelp.com users primarily engage with the Web site for socializing
(community membership) and information seeking (finding good restaurants). These
motivations of Yelp.com usage closely mirror previously reported uses and gratifications of
more traditional social networking sites such as MySpace and Facebook (Park et al., 2009).
This research should be followed up in the future with studies that further explore uses and
gratifications theory to better engage users with a platform, and studies which will further
extend the theory two-step flow into the field of online review platforms.
Implications for restaurateurs
Luca (2011) found that every one-star increase in a Yelp.com review led to a 5-9 per cent
increase in revenue. Yelp.com can exert great influence on consumers in terms of buying
and communicating behavior. From a restaurant’s point of view, reviews can offer
opportunities and risks. An opportunity provided by Yelp.com reviews is that the
restaurants are able to follow consumer conversations in a way that is not possible with
traditional WOM communication. At the same time, unlike traditional WOM,
communication reviews on Yelp.com are literally available to anyone at anytime.

Table V.
Descriptive statistics of
trust variables

Table VI.
Descriptive statistics of
novelty seeking variables

Question

n

Mean

SD

Yelp! consumer reviews are reliable
I feel comfortable acting on the information provided by reviewers on Yelp!
I would visit a restaurant based on consumer reviews I read on Yelp!
I believe the Yelp! reviewers are honest
I trust Yelp! reviews
Yelp! restaurant reviews influence my opinion of restaurants

59
58
58
59
59
58

3.71
4.00
4.29
3.85
3.95
3.95

0.671
0.530
0.562
0.638
0.628
0.782

Question

n

Mean

SD

I often seek out information about new restaurants
I like Web sites that introduce me to new restaurants
I frequently look for new restaurants
I am continually seeking new restaurant experiences

52
52
52
52

4.27
4.06
4.10
4.08

0.689
0.725
0.846
0.882

Restaurant managers must pay attention to their reviews on Yelp.com, because customers
not only trust such reviews, but they are also more likely to try a restaurant because of the
reviews posted by other Yelp.com users. Restaurants should encourage users to post
positive reviews on Yelp.com to help create a positive impression among potential
consumers. Restaurateurs can do this by holding events for Yelp.com “elite members”,
members who are known to contribute many reviews. Another important consideration is
the finding that a major reason for Yelp.com users to engage with the platform is the value
of the community. Restaurateurs should engage with the community to build a positive
image of their restaurants, such as by claiming their Yelp.com business profile and engaging
the community in conversation by regularly posting updates on the business. Business
owners are also able to comment and thank reviewers for positive reviews and even respond
to poor reviews. When restaurateurs post on their business profiles and respond to reviews,
users will feel linked with the management of a restaurant. With a significant amount of
business being driven to a restaurant due to Yelp.com, Yelp.com community engagement
may be a good investment of resources.
Implications for platform developers
User-generated review platform developers should understand that the motivations for
reading user-generated reviews on Yelp.com seem to stem from three main factors:
community membership, reduction in search time and reducing purchase uncertainty.
Community membership predicted 55 per cent of the variance, search time reduction
predicted 37 per cent of the variance and reducing purchase uncertainty predicted 6 per
cent of variance for Yelp.com usage. Based on these results, user-generated review
platform developers should pay close attention to how they engage users with each
other, and make finding user-relevant information as easy as possible.
User-generated review platform developers should especially consider the
community aspects of a platform. One way to facilitate community could be to segregate
the user-base by location and interest and then assign community leader designations to
the most active users. Segregation will ensure that communities have similar interests;
designating community leaders should encourage a level of trust.
Yelp.com users are reportedly altruistic in their motivation for contributing reviews
to Yelp.com. It was also found that Yelp.com users say they often act on the information
found on the Web site. Based on these results, it should be a high priority for restaurant
managers to address concerns within reviews posted on Yelp.com. By doing this they
will be able to attract more customers, making their business more successful.
Future research and limitations
The findings of this research provide guidance as to the motivations for usage and
contributions to Yelp.com. As there was little research on the motivations of using and
posting restaurant reviews in the past, there is a strong need for even more research into
the importance of online restaurant reviews. Future studies should examine other online
restaurant review platforms such as Urbanspoon.com and Zagat. This study should
also be expanded to a population that is not recruited solely through Yelp.com. Finally,
future studies should look at qualitative reasons as to what motivates users to
contribute and use Yelp.com reviews.
As with all research, this study has several limitations. First, the sample size was
relatively small. Because the survey link was posted directly on Yelp.com talk forums,
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the posts often were quickly overtaken by more popular posts and were only seen by a
limited number of users. For this reason there is a possibility of some Type II errors, the
failure to reject a false null hypothesis. This study was conducted only on Yelp.com, and
thus is not generalizable to all online review platforms. Finally, there may be selection
bias in the participant panel, as they were already Yelp.com users and may differ from
the general population.
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